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The paper examines the effectiveness of bluffing about external intervention as a strategy 

for shaping civil war dynamics. Adopting an agent based model to study informational 

asymmetries generated by third party presence in civil wars, we argue that warring parties’ 

initial information levels about interveners and the manner in which they learn determine 

when bluffing works. The model examines learning under different information sets: 1) 

when both combatants initially have accurate expectations about intervention and get 

informative signals, 2) when both start with inaccurate information sets on third party 

intervention and get uninformative signals, and 3) when parties start with different 

information sets and update based on different signals. Findings from the model suggest 

that bluffing about intervention works best when combatants start with the same inaccurate 

expectations of aid and update these expectations slowly. The simulations show that 

eventually, the warring groups will discover the true nature of bluffing; albeit at different 

rates of learning. We examine the model’s implications in three cases: civil war in El 

Salvador, 1980-1992, the Warsaw Uprising in 1944, and secret negotiations with South 

Vietnam in 1973.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Introduction 

 

 Approaching Warsaw in 1944, the Soviets assured Polish insurgents of impending 

assistance as the Home Army fighters prepared for a battle to free their capital from 

German occupation. Yet the promise so vital to the success of the insurgency never 

materialized. Convinced, almost until the final stages of the fight, that Soviets would join 

the Poles in their struggle, the Germans braced for a long battle against an outnumbered but 

potentially troublesome opponent. Why did the Soviets bluff about their intervention and to 

what extent did such a strategy prove effective in fulfilling their goals? More broadly, 

when do third parties bluff about intervention, and how do warring groups’ information 

levels and ability to learn about third-party intentions affect the success of the strategy? 

Third parties, including external interveners, have been known to make their mark 

visible in civil conflicts either by facilitating resolutions or deliberately prolonging the 

fighting.
1
 This paper investigates conditions under which strategic bluffing about 

intervention can work, and thus, when interveners might risk it. Whether they aim to 

support the rebel group or seek conflict expansion, third parties may manipulate 

information levels of the warring actors to affect the combatants’ preferences over 

strategies in civil wars.  Depending on the fighting groups’ initial information levels and 

ability to correctly learn about third-party goals in the conflict, bluffing may have a varying 

success rate. By employing an agent based model that allows us to examine the 

convergence of beliefs about third-party intentions, we can determine precisely when 

bluffing will be uncovered and cease to be useful. 
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 Previous works on strategic third parties and civil wars have examined the 

incentives of external actors to affect the terms of negotiations in conflict by exploiting the 

combatants’ private information about preferences on settlement. 
2
 Yet while previous 

research provides insights about motivations to manipulate information in mediation, 

current studies offer limited ideas about the precise conditions under which specific 

strategies may work to the advantage of an external actor. Strategic motivations of the third 

party can then exacerbate informational problems of warring parties altering war dynamics.  

The paper advances existing scholarship by showing that the potential for deception is 

largely dependent on the warring groups’ ability to learn and uncover the strategy.  

 The development of a novel, learning-based approach to show conditions under 

which third-party bluffing about intervention will be most effective as a strategy in civil 

wars is the main contribution of the paper. We employ an agent based model to capture the 

uncertainty arising from third party intentions, and we capture the complexities of civil war 

dynamics by showing how varying information levels of combatants and their ability to 

update expectations of intervention affect the utility of bluffing and yield different war 

outcomes. Specifically, we examine the success of bluffing when a) warring groups possess 

the same information about third-party intentions and update with informative signals, b) 

both have the same information but update with uninformative signals, and c) only one of 

the parties has superior information and the actors update using different types of signals. 

In doing so we show, for example, that a strategic actor hoping to prolong the war can do 

so by manipulating warring groups’ preferences over outcomes as long as both possess the 

same information about the third party and update erroneously. Thus, by discovering the 
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conditions for successful bluffing, we can determine when a third party would be in a 

position to shape conflict dynamics in a substantial way.  

 The paper proceeds in the following manner. First, we present a brief review of the 

current literature on third-party bluffing in civil wars by focusing on the need to deepen our 

understanding of the conditions under which strategic external actors can achieve their 

interests at various stages in the war.  We then develop the theoretical argument by 

explaining when third-party bluffing about intervention can be used as an effective strategy 

in shaping conflict dynamics and fulfilling external actors’ interests. Here, we also rely on 

simulations to show conditions under which the warring parties learn about the bluff and at 

what rate. To illustrate the processes described in the model, we present three cases of 

bluffing under varying information levels and different types of learning (civil war in El 

Salvador 1980-1992, the Polish uprising in Warsaw in 1944, and secret negotiations with 

South Vietnam in 1973). Finally, we conclude by highlighting policy-relevant suggestions 

for conflict termination.  

Third-Party Bluffing and Civil Wars: Why Focus on Strategic Action? 

 The concept of bluffing is most often associated with Fearon’s
3
 rationalist 

explanation for the breakdown of negotiations and the outbreak of interstate war. Referring 

simply to leaders’ incentives to misrepresent their true preferences or private information 

they hold to achieve optimal outcomes, bluffing captures a strategic dynamic that 

characterizes many conflicts. Bluffing, in essence, is a communication with the intent to 

deceive. 
4
 Research in this context is limited to studies of international disputes where the 

                                                 
3
 Fearon 1995 

4
 Covey 2004 



main players are two warring states. Considerably less attention has been devoted to the 

role of third-party bluffing in civil wars although empirical evidence suggests that third 

parties may strategically manipulate warring groups to achieve a desirable outcome. 
5
 

 Understanding the role of third-party bluffing or manipulation of private 

information in civil wars is particularly important in light of potentially greater information 

asymmetries that may exist between the combatants in intra rather than inter-state conflicts. 

While leaders of states are often uncertain about each others’ capabilities, they are familiar 

with their own fighting capacity including the size of the army, weapons possession, and 

even levels of resolve. In contrast to state leaders, rebel commanders experience greater 

difficulty trying to secure committed recruits and funds for fighting.
6
 The constant 

uncertainty related to fighter recruitment and resource acquisition contributes to greater 

information gaps in civil wars. Not surprisingly such gaps create ample opportunities for 

third parties to step in and exploit information in a way that could affect warring parties’ 

decisions to settle or continue the fight. 

Research on third-party bluffing in the context of civil wars focuses solely on the 

role of biased mediators attempting to manipulate the combatants’ private information to 

terminate conflict and shape the desirable agreement.
7
 Failure to achieve peace, findings 

show, is usually an outcome of an attempted settlement that is sabotaged by the way the 

third party molds the terms of the agreement to its own interest. Yet studies rarely address 

the possibility that third parties may strategically seek other outcomes, such as prolonging, 
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rather than terminating conflict, and manipulate information asymmetries about their own 

intentions. 

Since most studies on bluffing in civil wars focus on the role of mediator’s private 

information about combatants’ resolve in the final stages of war, that is a point where such 

groups seek the help of mediator in the first place, we know little about the ways in which 

bluffing affects combatants’ preferred strategies throughout the war. Instead of focusing 

solely on information manipulation in the mediation stage, we examine how third-party 

bluffing about its intentions may alter war dynamics at any stage in the conflict, and thus 

serve as an effective tool for external interveners. 

We contribute to research on third-party bluffing by looking at the relationship 

between an external intervener and the warring parties in a dynamic way, examining 

strategic motivations for intervention and ways in which the rebels and the government 

learn and update information about third parties’ role in conflict. By showing specifically 

how and when combatants discover third-party’s private information about its intentions, 

we can predict conditions under which bluffing may yield an outcome desired by an 

external actor. The use of an agent based model not only reveals how learning will occur 

but also predicts the pace of learning, thereby illuminating the window of opportunity 

where bluffing is initiated with success albeit for a short duration.  

Computational models are often used in social sciences to capture the complexity of 

agents in dynamic settings such as war and conflict.
8
 By treating warring parties as 

boundedly rational with the means to learn adaptively, agent based models can capture how 

actors’ beliefs and preferences evolve throughout war. Given that rebel groups often base 

their decision about continued struggle on information about access to funding, a factor that 
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changes throughout the war, preferences about settlement will evolve throughout the 

conflict depending on perceptions about third-party involvement. Computational models 

are great in addressing such evolutionary dynamics.
9
 With the exception of Zott

10
, who 

studies bargaining failures between two parties in conflict, such a dynamic approach where 

preferences over outcomes evolve with new information has rarely been employed. As a 

result, we know little about the conditions under which bluffing becomes a credible 

strategy, specifically when it is utilized by external interveners in civil wars. This study, 

thus investigates when it is in the interest of third parties to bluff by demonstrating that the 

policy’s success depends on how quickly the rebels and the government discover the 

intervener’s true intentions. By using an agent based model we are able to capture many of 

the complexities of war dynamics, for example we can map warring parties’ beliefs and the 

speed with which they learn with various war outcomes, such as sincere settlement or 

settlement by bluff, but more importantly we can judge the utility of our model by 

changing agent characteristics and replicating real life scenarios.  

Third-Party Bluffing and Its Effectiveness as a Strategy: 

  

 Whether they intervene to settle the conflict
11

or deliberately prolong it
12

, third 

parties have an interest in minimizing intervention costs that may include either military, 

economic, or combined assistance. Third parties can use bluffing or strategic 

misrepresentation of private information about their interest in conflict to achieve a desired 

policy with minimal effort. For example, convincing warring parties that substantial aid 
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will be given to one group, could push the other to settle early rather than incur heavy costs 

in fighting. In other instances, a third party with a strong interest in destabilizing the central 

government, may seek to deliberately prolong the war and thus manipulate information 

about its own role in the conflict in a way that prevents settlement.
13

 

Given its utility in achieving a desired outcome in a relatively cost-efficient 

manner, bluffing could be a promising tool in the arsenal of a strategic intervener. This is 

particularly true in the context of civil wars than interstate conflicts. As we have mentioned 

earlier, the potential for information gaps is greater in intrastate wars as rebel groups face 

uncertainty about access to resources necessary for continued struggle. Asymmetric 

information is often depicted as one of the reasons why bargaining between warring parties 

fail.
14

 Many scholars have modeled how uncertainty over the distribution of power or costs 

between parties lead to war; parties misjudge each other’s probability of winning and/or 

costs, hence offers and counteroffers between them fail to convince each side to settle.
15

  

Warring in such cases then becomes the means to gather information on each other’s 

capabilities and costs, once that information is known however each side prefers to settle. 

We continue the work of these scholars by assuming that informational asymmetries exist 

and are the causes of bargaining failures. But in our case, we mainly want to draw attention 

to another type of information asymmetry; we would like to show that even if parties may 

have perfect information about each other’s possession of weapons and forces, they may 

not have accurate information on third party aid given to one of the parties. Given that third 
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parties are strategic actors themselves, they may have the incentive to misrepresent their 

preferences, even to their own ally. Not knowing the true intentions of the third party, the 

warring groups may be unable to calculate their own and/or opponent’s collective 

capabilities correctly. Settling may become very difficult especially if the two sides have 

different types of information on third party intentions. As uncertainty increases, so does 

the potential for bluffing as a successful strategy. The third party then can manipulate 

informational problems of the warring parties on its true intentions to maximize its own 

utility. Thus in our model, the problem of information asymmetry is rooted in the parties 

lack of information on the intentions of the third party. Warring then helps both parties to 

learn adaptively as they keep observing the third party and gathering information on the 

constraints and actions of the third party. Clearly the utility of the third party’s strategy will 

depend on the extent to which the parties find it credible and thus adjust their preferences 

about conflict settlement.  

We argue that credibility of bluffing will depend on the fighting groups’ initial 

information levels about third-party intentions, and the pace with which they can uncover 

the strategy.  When the combatants have access to information on critical factors that affect 

external actors’ decisions about interventions, they are less likely to fall prey to deception. 

If warring groups, however, update information inaccurately about potential intervention, 

third parties will be more successful in sustaining the bluff and achieving their desired 

outcome.  

The Agent Based Model: 

In this section, we explain the agent based model for “the conditions for successful 

bluffing” and the simulation results of the model. The model has two types of agents: 



government and rebels who are opposed to the government. An external intervener is 

interested in the outcome of the battle and may or may not provide support for one of the 

warring parties. Both parties (government and rebels) are involved in a dispute over an 

issue, T and they fight to obtain entire or a part of control over T.  The government and the 

rebels engage in battle until either one is defeated or they produce an agreement upon 

course of negotiations. That is, the battle is prolonged until one of the parties has a clear 

victory, or until the two parties engage in successful negotiations. 

Model Parameters: 

Capabilities of the government and the rebel (excluding third party aid) are denoted 

by alfai and betaj, respectively. We assume that both warring parties form expectations that 

a strategic third party will intervene on behalf of the government (either a new intervention 

or a continuation of existing intervention). Government and the rebels’ expectations about 

third-party intervention are represented by expectedi and expectedj, respectively. The true 

state of intervention by the external intervener is depicted by actual. For example, the two 

parties may both have full expectations (expectedi and expectedj =1) that the third party 

will intervene while in fact the third party may have no intention of intervening, in this case 

the value of actual will be 0. Unless actual intentions of the third party are perfectly 

forecasted by the government and the rebel, there is room for bluffing and the third party 

may benefit from creating informational asymmetry.  

expectedi, expectedj, and actual are in the range of [0,1] to reflect probabilities of 

intervention, and they consist of three variables which are drawn uniformly  in predefined 

intervals as described in the simulations, these variables are normalized, and are additive. 



The below equations show the composition of actual intervention and the two parties’ 

expectations of intervention: 

actual=xx+yy+zz   (1) 

expectedj=xxj+yyj+zzj   (2)   

expectedi=xxi+yyi+zzi   (3) 

The first equation defines actual intervention, we assume some variables such as the 

opinion of the domestic constituency, economic performance of the country or institutional 

variables such as the presence of a divided government, the number of seats of the 

government, or polarization of the parliament shape the decision of the third party to 

intervene, we denote these variables as xx, yy, and zz. That is, these variables denote the 

actual values for third party’s political and economic constraints for intervention. The 

variables xxj, yyj, zzj, xxi, yyi, and zzi that compose expectedj and expectedi are shaped by 

the information set each warring party has on the political and economic constraints of the 

third party. Based on the extent to which warring parties are privy to the information about 

the actual values of third party constraints, expectedi and expectedj will deviate from the 

actual.  

In Table I below, we list all the global parameters of the model and their definitions.  

Table I: Global Parameters of the Model 

Global 

Parameters 

Definition 

alfai Own Capability of the government 

betai Own Capability of the rebel 

actual Decision of the  third party to intervene 

expectedi Government’s expectation about external intervention 

expectedj Rebels’ expectation about external intervention 

xx First variable that represents actual third party constraints for 

intervention  

yy Second variable that represents actual third party constraints for 



intervention 

zz Third variable that represents actual third party constraints for 

intervention 

xxi First variable that represents government’s perception of third party 

constraint 

yyi Second variable that represents government’s perception of third party 

constraint 

zzi Third variable that represents government’s perception of third party 

constraint 

xxj First variable that represents rebels’ perception of third party constraint 

yyj Second variable that represents rebels’ perception of third party 

constraint 

zzj Third variable that represents rebels’ perception of third party 

constraint 

 

Informational Asymmetries at the Bargaining Stage: 

We start with the assumption in the literature that unless parties have complete information 

on relative distribution of power, bargaining failures are likely to occur and warring is the 

outcome of such failures. We first define the government and the rebels’ beliefs on the 

relative distribution of power. Government’s belief is represented by gi and in very simple 

terms given by the below equation.  

gi=alfai/(alfai+betaj)   (4) 

This equation basically reflects the relative capabilities of each party, for example 

according to this equation, the government believes it should get at least gi percent of T 

while the rebels should get 1-gi percent.  This equation however only reflects the 

capabilities of each party absent third party aid. Given that third party aid helps boost 

capabilities and resolve of each party and changes each party’s calculation of the true 

distribution of power, we modify equation (4) as:  

gi=(alfai*(1+expectedi*0.1)+expectedi)/(alfai*(1+expectedi*0.1)+expectedi+betaj)   (5) 



In (5), the capability of the government is boosted by the additional term expectedi, this 

term basically reflects the extent to which government’s capabilities are enhanced by 

expected third party aid whether it be in the form of troops, or funding. The second term, 

(1+expectedi*0.1) shows that expectations of third party intervention will also enhance the 

group’s resolve even in the absence of actual intervention, that is men tend to fight harder 

knowing that aid is on the way or will be continued.
16

 

Similarly, we denote gj, rebels’ belief about the true distribution of power as: 

gj=(betaj)/(alfai*(1+expectedj*0.1)+expectedj+betaj)   (6) 

Given that in this model, we assume that third party helps the government, the term 

alfai*(1+expectedj*0.1)+expectedj takes place only in the denominator and we replace 

expectedi in (5) with expectedj in (6) as rebels’ belief of relative power is determined by 

their own expectations of third party aid. Offers in the bargaining stage are accepted or 

rejected based on the beliefs of the two sides, (5) and (6). We assume that unless the 

absolute difference between the maximum the government is willing to give to the rebels, 

(1-gi)T based on its belief and the minimum the rebels are willing to accept gjT based on 

their belief is less than a small amount, 0.006
17

 negotiations break down and warring 

continues.  

|(1.0-gi)-gj|<0.006    (7) 

The other condition to achieve a settlement is as follows: 

actual=expectedi=expectedj        (8) 
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Notice that, (7) can be satisfied without (8), this is the situation where both parties have 

similar beliefs on the distribution of power, that is on third party aid yet these beliefs do not 

reflect the true state of the world. For example, both may have positive beliefs that the third 

party will aid the government (e.g. expectedi=expectedj =0.8) but such beliefs may exceed 

the actual probability of intervention (e.g actual=0.2). In this case, negotiation occurs with 

false beliefs on third party intervention, that is, without convergence of beliefs on the actual 

value of intervention. In such a situation, the third party may achieve its objectives, e.g. 

increasing its ally’s bargaining power and its share of T without actually incurring any 

costs of intervention. This is what we call settlement by bluff. When (8) is satisfied, we call 

this scenario sincere settlement. In this case, both warring parties have fully discovered the 

true intent of the third party and they both have assessed the true relative distribution of 

power which allows them to settle. When the government and the rebels reach an 

agreement, whether through settlement by bluff or sincere settlement, the simulation ends.  

Otherwise, war continues and we go to another simulation cycle.  

Warring and Adaptive Learning: 

When negotiations fail, the two parties return to war which provides them the means to 

learn adaptively on third party interventions. Every time negotiations fail, the two sides 

have the means to gather more information on the intentions of the third party.  This means 

that third parties can not fool the warring parties forever. We start the simulation by a 

random draw for expectations on third party aid, expectedi and expectedj. Once 

negotiations fail due to the satisfaction of (7) or (8), the parties have the opportunity to 

receive new signals on third party constraints. This we depict by making a new draw for 

the values of the variables that compose expectedi and expectedj at every cycle of the 



simulation. In the model, the learning intervals become narrower as the cycle increases. 

That is, as time goes on, the warring parties gather more precise signals on third party 

intentions. We define the bounds of learning intervals for the components of expectedj and 

expectedi as [(x-(A/(cycle))), (x+(A/(cycle)))], [(y-(B/(cycle))), (y+(B/(cycle)))], and [(z-

(C/(cycle))), (z+(C/(cycle))) where  A,B, and C refer to predefined values that are chosen 

to depict the quality of the information sets of the warring parties. For example if the actual 

value of x=20 and A=40 the government will get a signal at cycle one from [20-40, 

20+40]=[0,60] given that the values of each variable is bounded from below by zero, in 

cycle two however the new signal will be drawn from [20-20, 20+40]=[0,40] as A/2=20. 

Thus with each cycle, signals become more informative as interval bands narrow. 

We will consider two types of information sets to predefine the band of intervals, 

one is the correct information set and the other is the wrong information set. Where parties 

are assumed to have correct information sets, they will not possess complete information 

on third party actions yet their beliefs on the values of third party constraints will not 

diverge too much from reality. The band of learning intervals will be narrow in such cases 

and the parties will have the chance to update information based on informative signals. In 

the case of possessing wrong information sets however, the parties’ beliefs will not reflect 

reality and the range of learning intervals from which they get a signal will be large. In that 

case, signals will be highly uninformative even if through time these signals will get 

relatively better. The values of the variables are updated by using the following rules: 

 At each cycle, the learning interval is updated, e.g. becomes narrower based on the 

above given rule. The bands will get narrower more quickly if the actors initially 

possess correct information sets.  



 If the value of any variable is in its learning interval at a given cycle, then the value 

of the variable is not changed. For example, in the above given example assume 

that the initial draw of xi for the government is fifty, given that in cycle one the new 

learning range becomes [0,60] and fifty is in that range, the government does not 

receive a new signal for xi in that round.  

 If the value of a variable is not in its learning interval at a given cycle, then the 

actors receive a new signal. For example let the initial draw for xi at cycle one be 

seventy, given that this value is outside the learning interval of [0,60], a new draw 

will be made. Assume the new value to be forty. Since it is very hard to change 

beliefs, we do not allow the two parties to discard their old information completely, 

in this case, xi=70 is partially retained along with the new information xi=40, thus 

we allow parties to take the average of their old and new signals. That is, xi for the 

government would be updated to (70+40)/2=55. 

 After computing new variable values, expectedi and expectedj and gi and gj are 

automatically updated at each cycle. 

 Simulation Details: 

To evaluate conditions under which third-party bluffing about intervention will be the most 

effective as a strategy, we implemented our agent-based model in the Repast 3.1 and Java 

Version 1.6. The model looks at three distinct scenarios based on who initially possesses 

correct or wrong information sets on third party intentions. We observe how varying 

information sets of warring parties and their ability to update expectations on third party 

intervention affect the utility of bluffing for the third party. In the first scenario, we 

simulate the model when both warring parties have correct initial information sets 



(homogenous information) about third party intentions and they receive good and 

informative signals for updating (with right learning rule-narrower learning bands). In the 

second scenario we simulate the model where both parties have incorrect initial 

information sets (homogenous information sets) and receive uninformative signals for 

updating (with wrong learning rule-less narrow learning bands). In the third scenario, we 

simulate the model where only one of the warring parties has correct information while the 

other one does not (heterogeneous information sets). Each simulation is run thirty times. 

Simulation Sequence: 

 In the model, there are two types of agents: Government and the Rebels. 

 The capabilities of the government and the rebels are defined by the programmer.  

 The expectation of intervention of the government and the rebel and the decision of 

intervention of the third party are drawn uniformly in predefined intervals.  

 The learning intervals are assigned. 

 The simulation runs. 

In order to show how agents learn and adjust their expectations, we talk about the three 

different scenarios below. 

 Homogeneous Information Sets with the Right Learning Rule 

In this scenario, we observe the success of bluffing when both warring parties 

possess homogeneous information sets and the ability to correctly update their information, 

that is, they receive good, informative signals. We start by assuming that the third party’s 

intention to intervene is low (actual= low) and, both the government and the rebels almost 

correctly identify the values of the variables that shape the decision to intervene by the 

third party (expectationi and expectationj are both low even if they do not equal actual). For 



this scenario, the values for first and second variables, xxi, xxj ,yyi, yyj, xx and yy of 

expectedi, expectedj, and actual are drawn uniformly from U[0, 40] and the values of the 

third variable, zzi,zzj  and zz are drawn uniformly from U[0, 20]. After normalization and 

addition of the three variables, the values for actual, expectedi, and expectedj all fall in the 

range of [0,0.5]. This implies that the probability of third party intervention in this scenario 

is less than one half.  

Given that often times in civil wars, rebels are relatively weaker than the government we 

choose initial values for alfai and betaj that reflect this reality, that is, 0.7 and 0.3 

respectively. In this scenario, we set the values of A, B, and C in the learning intervals as 

forty, since we would like future signals to be informative when initial expectations are 

formed with the correct information sets. The simulation results are shown in Figure 1.   

  

Figure 1: Updating when parties have homogenous and correct information sets 

 



 

As the simulation graph shows, convergence (condition (8)) is satisfied after only forty 

cycles. These results show that when the rebels and the government start with the correct 

information sets, and get good signals they correctly update information about external 

intervention and beliefs converge to the state of complete information rather quickly. A 

prompt discovery by both parties can offset the effectiveness of the third party strategy. 

Bluffing in this case will not bear the fruits desired by the third party. After forty cycles, 

the parties settle on a sincere settlement that reflects the true distribution of power. 

Homogeneous Information with the Wrong Learning Rule: 

In this scenario, we observe the success of bluffing when warring parties have 

homogeneous information sets with the wrong learning rule about intervention. In such a 

case, both parties start with erroneous expectations about intervention and incorrectly 

update their information. We again assume that the third party’s intention to intervene in 

Sincere settlement 



reality is low and, also that the government and the rebels incorrectly identify the values of 

the variables that determine the decision to intervene by the third party. Thus both the 

government and the rebels expect the third party to intervene in this scenario. 

Again for actual intervention, we draw the values of the first and second variables, 

xx and yy uniformly from U[0,40], while we draw the value of the third variable, zz 

uniformly from U[0,20]. After normalization and addition of the three variables, the 

probability of actual intervention lies in the range of [0,0.5], showing that the third party’s 

probability of intervention is again low. For this scenario, the values of the first and second 

variables of expectedi and expectedj are drawn uniformly from ranges that do not include 

the actual values, U[60, 80] and U[60,100], respectively and the value of the third variable 

is drawn uniformly from U[0, 20] for both. Drawing the values of the first two variables 

outside the range of actual values allows us to represent the parties’ possession of incorrect 

information sets. That is, both warring parties possess incorrect information on the values 

of the two variables and even if they have better information on the third variable, overall 

their expectations, expectedi and expectedj are overly optimistic and lie in the range 

[0.6,1.0].  Again, we assume alfai and betaj to be 0.7 and 0.3, respectively. The values of A 

and B in the learning intervals are given a large value, one hundred sixty to show how 

uninformative the new signals are. In this case, we also set the learning intervals for the 

first two variables to be divided by cycle*0.4 instead of cycle to reflect the difficulty of 

learning once parties start with bad information sets. Multiplying the cycle with 0.4 slows 

the pace of learning, that is, the rate at which learning intervals narrow. The value of C in 

the learning interval is defined as forty as before. The simulations results are shown in the 

Figure 2.   



  

Figure 2: Updating when parties have homogenous but incorrect information sets 

 

Note: We expanded the range of the x axis such that time =x*102, this means that 3.0 on the x scale is actually  300 cycles.  

 

The convergence rate in this scenario as Figure 2 shows is very slow requiring 400 

simulation cycles for expectations of both parties to converge to actual values of 

intervention. This provides ample time for the third party to achieve its objectives. For 

example, a third party that wants to increase the bargaining power of its ally at the 

negotiation stage can achieve this when the two parties reach a settlement by bluff at 

inflated beliefs about third party aid. Given that expectations of third party support 

increases the capabilities and hence the relative power of its ally, the third party can 

maximize its ally’s control of T without incurring much costs. As Figure 2 indicates, there 

Possibilities for 

settlement by bluff 
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are several occasions in which the two parties can settle sharing the same inflated but 

erroneous beliefs on third party aid somewhere between zero and fifty cycles (settlement 

by bluff). Because updating is very slow in this scenario, the third party’s strategy of 

bluffing has the means of achieving its objective long before convergence of beliefs to 

actual values occurs. 

Heterogeneous Information: 

In this scenario, we observe the success of bluffing when warring parties have 

heterogeneous information sets. In such a case, one of the parties has informational 

advantage about third party intentions. We suppose that the third party’s intention to 

intervene is low and, the rebels incorrectly identify the variables that determine third party 

intervention while the government correctly identifies them. For this scenario, the values of 

the first and second variables of expectedj are drawn uniformly from U[60, 80] and 

U[60,100], respectively and the third one is drawn uniformly from U[0, 20]. For actual and 

expectedi, the values of the first and second variables are drawn uniformly from U[0,40], 

while the values of the third variable are uniformly drawn from U[0,20]. While the value of 

actual and expectedi fall in the range of [0,0.5] indicating a low probability of intervention, 

the value of  expectedj lies in [0.6,1.0]. Again alfai and betaj are set to 0.3 and 0.7, 

respectively. For the rebels, the values of A and B in the learning intervals are set to one 

hundred sixty while for the government, the values of A and B in the learning intervals are 

set to forty. The value of C for both parties is also set to forty. Again, we let the rebels be 

uninformed about the values of the first two variables while allowing all parties to be 

informed about the value of the third variable. The simulation results are shown in Figure3.

     



Figure 3: Updating when parties have heterogeneous information sets 

 

Note: We expanded the range of the x axis such that time =x*102  

 

The convergence rate in the scenario with heterogeneous information sets occurs 

somewhere between the convergence rate of the first and the second scenarios.  Simulation 

results show that it takes about one hundred sixty simulation cycles for expectations of 

warring parties to converge to the actual values of third party intervention. Learning is 

faster than in instances where both parties are uninformed, thereby providing a possibility 

for the strategy to work. On the other hand, it is slower than in cases where both groups 

possess correct information, suggesting that third party’s window of opportunity has a short 

duration. In this scenario, given that the information gap between the two parties is large, 

settlement is more likely to happen when (8) is satisfied rather than just (7). That is, 

starting initially with superior information, the government learns quickly about the 

intentions of the third party while the rebels still keep learning by observing the failure of 
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negotiations with their foe and the actions of the third party. For that reason, it is harder to 

reach a settlement by bluff, if settlement is to be reached at all it is more likely to be 

reached by a sincere one. Nevertheless, the third party may still achieve the objective of 

weakening the other party, in this case the rebels, by keeping the resolve of its ally in 

fighting with the enemy. 

           In the next section, we present three cases to briefly discuss the differences between 

successful and less credible bluffing as third-party strategy in the war. The cases are not 

intended to serve as a rigorous empirical test. Instead, they function primarily as 

illustrations of the processes we described in the model to highlight conditions for 

successful bluffing and the strategy’s impact on conflict dynamics. The illustrations 

provide an initial check on the model by examining its empirical predictions. 

Case: Homogenous Information and Correct Learning about Intervention—Civil War in El 

Salvador, 1980-1992 

 Our prediction suggests that third-party bluffing is the least effective strategy when 

warring groups possess correct information about external actor’s intentions and the right 

learning rule. In order to show that the strategy failed, we need to demonstrate the 

existence of bluffing, its quick discovery by both parties, and the tactic’s ineffectiveness in 

altering conflict dynamics as envisioned by external intervener.  

 It can be easily argued that conflict in El Salvador was sustained by U.S. military 

aid to the South American country. Providing nearly six billion dollars to an ill-equipped 

army, the U.S. greatly strengthened the government, which was likely to collapse in six 

months without U.S. assistance.
18

 Cutting U.S. aid, thus, was critical to the victory of 
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FMLN (Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front), a Marxist movement determined to 

transform El Salvador’s political and social milieu.  

 The rebels were not alone in their cause. Supported by Cuba, Nicaragua, and to a 

lesser extent by Honduras, all rivals of the central government, the FMLN developed 

tactics and possessed weapons to wage their war.
19

 While provision of aid was strong 

during initial stages of the conflict, it dwindled after the end of the Cold War ultimately 

affecting FMLN’s fighting momentum. While the group had no intention of abandoning its 

cause, it shifted its strategy from direct offensive to resistance.
20

 Deteriorating aid from the 

central government’s rivals and continued U.S. support of the government were thus vital 

in shifting rebel strategy in the late 1980s and 1990s.  

 At the same time, U.S. support to the government began to change. With the slaying 

of Jesuit priests by the army and poor human rights record, domestic debate about aid to 

the increasingly-abusive government began to divide the country. Protests erupted in 

several U.S. cities, prompting Congress to deliberate on the future of intervention. With the 

strong support of the Democrats, Congress at last cut U.S. support to El Salvador by half, 

with a possibility of renewing full assistance.
21

 In declaring that full aid could be restored if 

rebels failed to negotiate, President Bush assured the government of El Salvador that their 

expectations of assistance should continue, a step that would be critical in bringing two 

sides to the bargaining table. The domestic developments in the country, however, 

provided little evidence that the President’s promise could be fulfilled.   
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 To what extent did the rebels and the government believe that aid could be restored 

if rebel attacks persisted? In other words, was U.S. threat to the rebels credible and with 

what effect on war dynamics?
22

 First, despite U.S. assurances of restoring aid to the 

government in case of renewed rebel attacks, the warring groups were hardly convinced 

that full aid was ever going to materialize. The government of El Salvador feared that aid 

was in jeopardy even after non-lethal materials were approved for shipment to the 

country,
23

 a factor that increased its willingness to settle. The fears were realistic given 

domestic division within the U.S. and concerns that full-scale support of the government 

would send a contradictory signal about U.S. insistence on prosecuting the culprits 

responsible for Jesuit killings. Providing aid became an issue that polarized the country. 

Evidence suggests the government of El Salvador and the rebels were aware of the growing 

tensions in the U.S.
24

 Comparing the situation in their country to that of Vietnam, FMLN 

leadership was confident that bipartisan division over aid would work in their favor. 

Furthermore, the group relied on a lobby organization in Washington to undermine U.S. 

aid.
25

 While the rebels believed that U.S. aid would not diminish immediately, clearly, they 

were convinced that continuous support of the government was not a credible signal, at 

least not in the long run. Highly transparent, the signals coming from the domestic 

developments in the U.S. allowed both parties to correctly understand third-party 

constraints, rendering bluffing non-credible. 
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 Second, the case suggests that once bluffing was quickly discovered, it had little 

effect on completely crushing rebel resolve as intended by the third party. The rebels were 

determined to continue their struggle and believed that societal transformation was possible 

in the late 1980s. At the same time, they were losing internal support and their resources 

were deteriorating. This prompted the FMLN to accept some form of dialogue with the 

government, a step that would allow the insurgents to regroup for the next phase of 

fighting. Such a strategy was consistent with a belief that U.S. aid would ultimately end, 

allowing the rebels to win. In other words, rebel beliefs about expanding conflict were 

consistent with the predictions of our model that bluffing about continued U.S. assistance 

would be least effective in changing rebel calculations. The temporary dialogue between 

the combatants was perceived precisely as part of the rebel’s on-going plan to win the war. 

As they were losing domestic support and realized that some form of negotiations, albeit 

temporary, would improve their overall standing in the conflict, the rebels chose to 

negotiate. They believed that engaging in dialogue with the government would improve 

their image, and allow them to gain time as they prepared to renew the struggle.
26

 

 Furthermore, the rebels believed that ARENA—a right-wing political party—could 

win the elections, causing a showdown between the party and the military that would 

present an opportunity for a destabilizing coup. Such a development, according to the 

rebels, would create a chaotic situation in El Salvador too costly to invite additional U.S. 

intervention.
27

 This suggests that the rebels had low expectations of continued U.S. 

involvement, despite the country’s initial assurances. The group’s expectations about long-

term conflict reflect the model’s predictions that when bluffing is employed in an 
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environment where learning about true intentions occurs quickly, its effect on conflict 

dynamics will be minimal. In this case, U.S. desire to diminish rebel resolve was never 

fully achieved. Evidence suggests that rebels focused on temporary negotiations as part of a 

strategy in an on-going conflict. In fact, initial stages of negotiations in mid-1980s never 

fully materialized, and it was not until 1992 that peace was achieved. Final peace deal was 

possible because it delivered substantial benefits to the rebels. Despite its waning military 

status, FMLN was still in somewhat strong position managing to secure major concessions. 

For example, FMLN forces were incorporated into the National Civilian Police, the sole 

agency responsible for public security.
28

 FMLN was also recognized and legalized as a 

political party.  

Case: Homogeneous Information Levels and Wrong Learning about Intervention 

Insurgency Struggle in the Warsaw Uprising, 1944 

This case allows us to illustrate the effectiveness of bluffing when both parties 

possess wrong information about intervention and learn erroneously. Our prediction 

suggests that bluffing will have the greatest chance of success when combatants know little 

about third-party’s true intentions in the war and update information incorrectly. In this 

context bluffing will also alter group calculations, and in doing so leave its mark on the 

conflict.     

The case of Polish uprising against the Germans in 1944
29

 illustrates the role of 

bluffing in helping the Soviets achieve their goal in Poland by relying on the warring  
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groups’ erroneous information levels and updating. Expecting assistance from the Soviets, 

whose arrival in Warsaw appeared imminent, the Poles began an armed struggle against the 

Germans in the capital. With approximately 40,000 soldiers armed mostly with light 

weapons, the Polish Home Army could not expect to last long in the fight against the 

powerful occupier heavily equipped with tanks, artillery, and planes.
30

 Thus, the decision to 

begin the insurgency was, to some extent, based on the belief that the Red Army would join 

the Poles in liberating Warsaw.
31

 

Although  Polish-Soviet relations were deteriorating in 1943 when graves of Polish 

offers murdered by the Soviets were discovered in Katyń, the Polish underground still 

believed the Red Army would join them in fighting the common enemy. Reports from the 

Soviet Foreign Office announcing that the country’s troops had launched the liberation of 

Polish territory with an objective to “squash the enemy,” and “to help Polish people re-

establish an independent, strong, and democratic state”,
32

 signaled to the insurgency that 

expectations of aid were indeed credible. In addition, the Poles believed erroneously, as 

would later become evident, that the U.S. and Great Britain would pressure Stalin to aid the 

insurgents who were allied with the West and provided valuable war intelligence.
33
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Just like the Poles, the Germans expected the Soviets to join the insurgents in an 

attempt to liberate Warsaw. They have been already battling the Red Army and were 

certain of the approaching aid to the resisters.
34

 Even when the Soviets reached the capital 

but refused to join the insurgents, the Germans failed to consider that withholding 

assistance to the Poles was deliberate. Instead, they believed the Red Army would provide 

the anticipated relief. The army log, for example, interpreted Soviet attack on Radzymin, a 

town near Warsaw, as an attempt to break through and help the insurgents.
35

 It was thus 

clear that both sides expected the Poles to receive military support from the Soviets. 

Finding the bluff credible, the Poles were eager to fight, while the Germans were 

determined to end the insurgency to avoid fighting the Poles in Warsaw and the Soviets in 

the Eastern fronts.  

To what extent did bluffing as a strategy benefit the third party? Historical evidence 

indicates that Stalin’s objective was to establish a Soviet satellite in Poland and, thus, it 

was in his interest to eliminate the active units of the Home Army loyal to the idea of 

independent Poland. As a result, the Soviet leader’s political desire was to withhold aid to 

the struggling resisters. At the same time, Stalin also had an interest in the onset of the 

uprising, which was likely to result in the deaths of Polish officers supporting their 

country’s independence. Consequently, bluffing about aid was an effective strategy for the 

Soviet leader, allowing him to accomplish his political goal of eliminating Polish fighters 

that could jeopardize Soviet dominance of the country. 
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 The case of the Warsaw Uprising demonstrates the impact of credible bluffing and 

learning on conflict dynamics. Expectations of aid initially inspired the insurgents to take 

up the arms against the enemy.  When the bluff was eventually discovered, and the Poles 

realized their chances of success have vanished, most of the Home Army fighters were 

already killed. In this sense, Soviet bluff retained its credibility long enough to eliminate 

potential opposition to Stalin’s takeover of Poland, thus rendering the strategy effective. 

Case: Heterogeneous Information Levels and Learning about Intervention—Nixon’s Secret 

Negotiations during Vietnam War, 1973 

 The model demonstrates the somewhat limited utility of bluffing when one party 

has superior information than the other, but the less informed group eventually discovers 

the bluff. To show the strategy’s mixed effectiveness, we need to prove the existence of 

bluffing, the warring groups’ divergent perceptions of the bluff, and the strategy’s partial 

success in securing third-party interest. 

 After more than a decade of active involvement in Vietnam, the United States was 

ready to disengage from the conflict. As domestic pressure intensified and waves of anti-

war protests paralyzed the country, the Johnson and then the Nixon administrations 

realized that continued presence in Vietnam was a dangerous and politically costly venture. 

Not surprisingly, before his reelection in 1972, Nixon pursued a peace agreement between 

the North and South Vietnamese that would terminate U.S. presence in the area and boost 

the candidate’s popularity.
36

 Getting the two parties to the negotiating table, however, was 

difficult as the North Vietnamese sought a decisive victory and refused to negotiate with 

Thieu, the South Vietnamese president. The latter, on the other hand, felt that a peace deal 
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in 1973 would diminish his power.
37

 In order to encourage negotiations, Nixon thus 

attempted to change the warring groups’ preferred strategies. To ensure the North 

Vietnamese’s acquiescence, Nixon ordered the bombings of Hanoi hoping that a signal of 

U.S. resolve would prompt the Northern enemy to comply. Aiming to sway Thieu’s 

position on negotiating, Nixon secretly pledged full U.S. assistance in case of the North’s 

violation of the agreement.
38

 

The North and the South differed in their perceptions of the signals. The South 

believed that the U.S. would in fact resume its involvement in the conflict at the first sign 

of agreement violation.
39

 Despite domestic opposition to war, Nixon issued secret promises 

to Thieu that played a vital role in fulfilling the administration’s goal of ending the conflict. 

The North, however, doubted the signal’s credibility but decided to eventually negotiate.
40

 

In light of strong anti-war protests in the U.S., it was clear by 1973 that U.S. presence in 

Vietnam would diminish.
41

 At the same time, North Vietnam’s leadership agreed to 

negotiations to secure a prompt U.S. withdrawal and continue its struggle without facing 

the external intervener.
42

 

To what extent was the U.S. administration relying on bluffing to secure the 

negotiations? And what was the strategy’s success in light of the combatants’ varying 

information levels about U.S. intentions? First, evidence shows that Nixon’s secret 

                                                 
37

 Lewis 1973 

38
 Wicker 1975 

39
 ibid 1975 

40
 Bibby 1985 

41
 Small 1989 

42
 Bibby 1985 



promises of assistance in case of the North’s attack, which were fundamental in bringing 

Thieu to the negotiating table,
43

 could not be carried out. The level of domestic and 

Democratic Congressional opposition before the peace deal suggested that U.S presence in 

Vietnam was coming to an end with dim hopes for renewed presence.
44

 In light of strong 

anti-war momentum in 1973, even popular presidents could not be in a position to maintain 

U.S. presence in Vietnam for long. Clearly a bluff, the secret promise of U.S. assistance to 

the South was effective in selling the negotiations to Thieu, a step guaranteeing the 

strategy’s initial success. This finding is consistent with our model since it shows that when 

the warring groups have different information levels about third-party intentions, bluffing 

will offer a glimpse of success. 

Second, the case suggests that bluffing was only partially effective because North 

Vietnam’s leadership was confident that U.S. presence in Vietnam was coming to an end in 

light of costly domestic opposition. Correctly perceiving U.S. intentions, in contrast to 

Thieu, North Vietnam quickly violated the peace agreement.  When U.S. aid to the South 

failed to materialize by 1975, South Vietnam’s resolve was diminished and paved way for 

capitulation. U.S. bluffing was thus successful in achieving initial peace agreement and 

providing the country with an exit strategy. At the same time, the tactic failed to maintain 

the peace accord that would guarantee the survival of South Vietnam’s government, all of 

which were in the interest of the U.S. In conclusion, the case suggests that bluffing under 

heterogeneous information offers, at best, a short-term solution to a strategic third party. 

Conclusion 
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 The paper investigates the effectiveness of third-party bluffing in civil wars. 

Whether they seek to shape the outcome of violence, restore peace, or destabilize an 

interstate rival, external interveners play a vital role in conflict.  Just like any actors, 

outside interveners aim to achieve the desired end with the least amount of effort—in this 

case by strategically manipulating information resources of the warring parties. Building on 

the work that demonstrates ways in which third parties manipulate information gaps in 

mediation,
45

 the paper shows that third-party bluffing can substantially affect information 

sets of combatants, and in turn, change their preferences over strategies in the war. The 

agent based model, simulations, and empirical examples demonstrate varying success rate 

of bluffing depending on the warring parties’ information levels and their ability to 

discover external actor’s true intentions.   

 From a theoretical perspective, the paper’s main contribution is its focus on specific 

conditions that make third-party bluffing successful, and thus a strategy with a potential to 

affect rebel and government calculations in civil wars. Departing from a static approach to 

analyzing strategic behavior, we show in a novel, dynamic way that bluffing has the largest 

potential to be successful when the combatants possess wrong information about third-

party interventions and update their expectations incorrectly.  

          Additionally, the paper offers ample policy suggestions for conflict management, 

showing that bluffing about intervention may be a strategy worth risking for it delivers 

substantial benefits to the external party under the right conditions. For example, a third 

party who seeks to destabilize the central government may bluff about providing aid to the 

rebels, increase their resolve, and in turn inspire more fighting.  Consequently, a bluffing 

strategy may change rebel and government calculations and prolong the war.  
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          Bluffing about external intervention could also be utilized by third parties as an 

effective strategy of conflict resolution under specific conditions. For example, bluffing by 

a non-democratic/less transparent state might be more successful because the group that 

finds the bluff credible might be unable to discover its true nature before deciding to end 

the fighting. Contrary to common belief, such states might then be useful in bringing the 

rebels and the government to the negotiating table (settlement by bluff), albeit with more 

favorable terms for its ally, and, in doing so, pave the way for settlement.  
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